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In the past year, there have been increased calls for public libraries to divest from the 
police. However, there is currently a lack of literature on the kinds of training and support 
public library workers will need in order to remain confident in their safety without 
relying on the police. This paper seeks to fill that gap and answer the following research 
questions: How do self-identifying abolitionist library staff working in public libraries 
identify and address harmful patron behaviors? What anti-carceral skills and tools do they 
use or need?  What barriers do they face to successful interventions? These questions 
were explored through interviews with 7 public library workers who identified as 
abolitionist and had experience interacting with patrons. Four barriers (the library’s 
institutional oppression, policies, use of 911, and police presence) and four skills and 
tools (relationship building, building capacity, addressing the causes of harm, 
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The events of 2020, including the spread of COVID-19 and the rebellions and 
protests in honor of George Floyd and Breonna Taylor, have led many institutions to 
reconsider their relationship with the police. Across the country, school districts and city 
councils have begun to strip the police of some of their power by terminating decades-
long contracts (Faircloth, 2020), approving cuts to police department budgets 
(Markovich, 2020), and transferring some police duties to unarmed civilians (Har, 2020).  
During this time, there has also been a rise in the number of patrons and staff 
calling for the removal of police and security from large public library systems. In Los 
Angeles, Safe Los Angeles Public Library (LAPL) successfully pressured the Los 
Angeles Public Library Board of Commissioners to decrease the LAPL security budget 
by $4.5 million dollars and continues to advocate for the total removal of police from the 
library (Fassler & Ventura, 2021). In St. Louis, Libraries for All STL was successfully 
able to advocate for the termination of the St. Louis County Library’s security contract 
with Hudson Security Services, which contracts with off-duty police officers (Libraries 
for All STL 2020). In New York City, Police Out of NYC Libraries has called for the 
removal of police in New York City libraries and has also demanded that the New York 
Public Library reckon with the violent consequences of policing that take place within its 
buildings (Police Out of NYC Libraries, 2020)  
These acts of police violence have been an ongoing issue within public libraries 
nationwide. In the past five years alone, police have tackled skateboarders outside the 
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Boston Public Library (Borchers, 2018), broken a young 17-year-old girl's jaw 
(Mosby, 2017), and murdered a man (Yuhas & Thrasher, 2015), all while on public 
library property. These are just the acts of police violence that have been widely reported, 
to say nothing of the everyday violence that marginalized patrons often experience in 
library spaces (Gibson & Hughes-Hassell, 2017).  
It is important to note that public libraries, library administration, and library staff 
are complicit in this violence. First and foremost, police are often explicitly welcomed 
into public library spaces (Stupeiga et al., 2007; Padgett 2018), despite the ongoing 
violence they perpetuate and the fact that their presence can serve as a barrier to equitable 
information access (Robinson 2019). Second, the policies that police and security guards 
are tasked with enforcing often are centered around patrons who are white, middle-class, 
heterosexual, and able-bodied (Gibson & Hughes-Hassell, 2017), empowering police to 
forcibly remove patrons from the library for something as benign as sleeping (Graham 
2012). Some have begun to question whether a profession that is currently over 80% 
white (Data USA 2017) should have the full force of state violence at their disposal 
anytime they determine a patron’s behavior is problematic (Jones & Ng, 2020).  
This is not to say that threats to the safety of library staff are non-existent. In 
September 2020, a patron of the Daytona Beach Library in Florida stabbed a librarian 
with a pair of scissors, in a seemingly unprovoked attack (Associated Press, 2020) and in 
2018 a patron shot a librarian in a Sacramento library parking lot (Cummings, 2018). 
However, it is unclear how effective police and security guards are at actually stopping or 
preventing these incidents, despite (or perhaps because of) their widespread presence in 
libraries. Furthermore, a good portion of danger that library workers must face does not 
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come from patrons, but from library administration. In 2020, library administrators 
subjected library workers to anti-LGBTQ hate speech (Greenstone & Grover, 2020) and 
unsafe working conditions related to the COVID-19 pandemic (Schmidt 2020). These are 
dangers that police cannot and will not protect library workers from.   
It is time to face the fact that police presence in public libraries may be doing 
much more harm than good. If public libraries want to provide everyone with equitable 
access to information, it is imperative that they reconsider their relationship with the 
police. However, there is little scholarship to aid public libraries in the transition away 
from police and towards alternative forms of safety, especially regarding the skills and 
resources that frontline library staff will need to develop in order to successfully create a 




Public Libraries and Security: The Current Framework  
In 2019, Ben Robinson conducted a thorough review of 21st century literature on 
public libraries and police. Robinson split his review into three distinct frameworks: The 
Liability Framework, Security Consulting Framework, and the First Amendment 
Framework. While I’ve found these frameworks helpful in approaching current literature 
on security and policing, I believe they are less distinct than Robinson initially posits. 
Rather, I think much of the literature can be considered to be part of one large 
framework, characterized by an attitude towards policing that is toxically positive and 
heavily reliant on both stereotyping and normative behavioral policies.  
Perhaps the most prominent supporters of this framework are the security guides 
published by the ALA: The Black-Belt Librarian (Graham 2012) and Library Security: 
Better Communication, Safer Facilities (Albrecht 2015). These guides do have several 
useful suggestions for public librarians hoping to increase the safety and security of their 
facilities, including considering library architecture an aspect of security, partnering with 
community organizations, and calm, clear de-escalation techniques. However, these 
guides also are flawed, often failing to empathize with public libraries’ most vulnerable 
patrons.  
Both guides rely heavily on stereotyping and implicit bias to determine who 
should be closely monitored when in the library. Albrecht (2015) at different times 
throughout his book instructs librarians to make frequent eye contact with those they
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suspect might vandalize library property, to trust their instincts when they get a vibe that 
a patron was recently released from prison, and to identify mentally ill patrons by their
 appearance since they typically “Don’t Look Right,” (2015, p.52). None of these 
suggestions involve patrons engaging in any actively harmful behavior, but rather 
determine who should be closely surveilled based on appearance and instincts (which can 
easily be impacted by racial bias). Graham’s (2012) reliance on stereotyping is almost 
more egregious, as he opens with many anecdotes that are tinged with ableism, 
transphobia, and misogynoir. Both Graham and Albrecht are simply building on a long 
history of using problematic stereotypes as justification for increased 
surveillance of particular patrons in the name of safety (Canal, 1998; Chelton, 2002).  
Graham and Albrecht’s security guides also rely heavily on normative policies 
(i.e. those that center white, adult, middle class, heterosexual patrons). Both guides 
discuss having policies that require people to be using the library for legitimate purposes, 
apparently meaning that patrons should not be sleeping or hanging out for extended 
periods of time. These policies are clearly targeting people experiencing homelessness 
who use the library as a form of shelter, a phenomenon that appears in earlier literature as 
well (Kahn, 2008). Although not mentioned directly by Graham or Albrecht, it is not 
unusual to have policies or codes of conduct that target other minorities as well (Gibson 
& Hughes-Hassell, 2017). Graham (2012) even explicitly encourages libraries to make 
their codes of conduct vague enough so that there’s room for interpretation, something 
activist and librarian Lena Gluck criticizes as the equivalent of handing police and staff a 
blank check (Jones & Ng, 2020).  
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Some public libraries and library scholarship have begun to question these 
normative policies. Chelton (2002) argues that many of the behaviors that public libraries 
have deemed problematic are simply typical teen behaviors that would not be seen 
as disruptive in any other context. The same could be said of policies that ban sleeping in 
the library. People within LIS have begun to speak out against such normative policies, 
stating that they unfairly target people experiencing homelessness (Police Out of NYC 
Libraries 2020), Black teenagers (Hurwitz 2020), and other minorities (Gibson & 
Hughes-Hassell 2017). In response, some libraries have altered their codes of conduct, 
such as the Thunder Bay Public Library in Canada, which has recently removed policies 
against public intoxication (Cooper et al., 2019). Others have sought to decriminalize 
policy violations, instead offering alternative arrangements or resources (Library 
Freedom Project, 2020; Library Journal, 2020).  
Another key aspect of both Graham (2012) and Albrecht’s (2015) philosophies is 
close working partnerships with the police. Graham and Albrecht are not the first to 
suggest such a partnership; in fact, such relationships have frequently been lauded for 
their creativity and strength (Burnette, 1998; Stupeiga et al., 2007; Padgett, 2018). 
However, discussions around police-library relationships are often hyper-focused on the 
positive and never stop to analyze the potential of police violence or other harmful 
impacts (Robinson, 2019). In fact, while both Graham and Albrecht acknowledge that 
some people dislike the police, they both prioritize the officers’ feelings about this rather 
than the community’s (Robinson, 2019). This attitude results in some alarming 
suggestions, such as having police show up at patron homes to collect late fees and 
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missing materials (Stupeiga, et al., 2007) or regularly inviting police to have coffee in 
library workrooms (Albrecht, 2015; Robinson, 2019).  
Privacy: Protecting Patron Records from Police  
One major exception to the above framework is public librarians' historically 
strong stance against police who seek to invade patron privacy. Library magazines and 
journals are peppered with stories of librarians who refused to turn over patron 
information to the police or FBI without a court order (Eberhart, 2006; Library Journal, 
1985). This stance garnered national attention following the passage of the Patriot Act in 
2001. Library associations were one of the Patriot Act’s strongest opponents, seeking 
creative ways to inform patrons of FBI surveillance (Glaser 2015) and working with the 
ACLU to fight certain provisions of the law (ACLU n.d.). However, even as many 
organizations pushed to protect patron records from law enforcement, others were urging 
for cooperation. Richard Waters (2001), editor of Public Library Quarterly during the 
passage of the Patriot Act, urged public libraries to cooperate with law enforcement and 
turn over requested records, calling it “the right thing to do.”  
While not everyone seems to agree with such a strong stance in favor of patron 
privacy, the belief that patron privacy should not be surrendered for anything short of a 
court order seems to have persisted. The American Library Association (2017) has even 
published guidelines on the subject, which have been updated to help librarians 
distinguish between ICE administrative warrants and court-issued warrants. Furthermore, 
a recent study of public library makerspaces found that librarians generally do not 
monitor or police intellectual property infractions, but rather opt to educate makerspace 
users about intellectual property laws (Bossaller & Haggerty, 2018).   
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Interestingly, the desire to protect patrons’ records from police does not seem to 
beget a desire to protect patrons themselves from police. For example, ALA (2017) 
guidelines related to ICE specifically talk about protecting patron records, but do not 
discuss how someone might protect undocumented immigrants that are using the library 
if ICE agents appear. While libraries may have once touted creative signs to alert patrons 
to police and FBI surveillance of digital records, many continue to allow and encourage 
police to surveil the library physically.  
How Effective is the Current Framework?  
Despite the amount of literature encouraging police and security presence in 
libraries, there is very little scholarly literature that does a thorough analysis of the impact 
and effectiveness of increased security measures in public libraries. One major exception 
is the Millennium for All Alternative Report on Public Library Security, which was 
written in response to new airport-style security that was implemented in Winnipeg’s 
Millennium Library in February 2019 (Cooper et al., 2019). Cooper et al. question 
whether the implementation of metal detectors and increased security at Millennium 
Library was ever necessary. They note that reports of increased violence at the 
Millennium Library in the months leading up to the implementation of metal detectors 
were largely anecdotal and often relied heavily on weapons being found near the library, 
rather than within it. They also note that of the violent incidents that did occur within the 
Millennium Library, few could have been prevented with metal detectors (e.g. one man 
picked up and threw one of the library’s computers). The collective questions whether 
there could have been other, less invasive ways, to decrease the number of violent 
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incidents that occurred within the library, such as increasing the number of staff or 
rearranging library layout.   
Cooper et al. also argue that the new security measures had a largely negative 
impact. While Winnipeg Public Library administration argued that crime had fallen since 
the gates were installed, the report questions the validity of this assertion, pointing out 
that the administration was comparing incident numbers from summer months to incident 
numbers from winter months, which are generally lower. They also point to several 
negative impacts that the new security measures have had on the community. For 
example, since metal detectors were installed, gate counts at the Millennium Library have 
decreased by 25%. Additionally, an op-ed by Millennium Library patron Lara Rae (2019) 
details the ways in which the new security policies particularly pose a threat to people 
with disabilities. Ultimately the report asserts that the new security measures have 
improved feelings of comfort and safety for those who are not at risk, while not actually 
improving the conditions for those vulnerable to harm. This conclusion echoes those of 
Robinson (2019), Gluck (Jones & Ng., 2020), and Gibson and Hughes-Hassell (2017), all 
of whom assert that library policies and police presence are more about white comfort 
than they are about ensuring equitable access to information.  
Embracing an Abolitionist Framework  
As libraries begin to distance themselves from the police, it may be helpful to 
adopt a new framework for approaching public library safety and security: an abolitionist 
framework.  
According to Critical Resistance (2020), a national abolitionist grassroots 
organization, abolition is “a political vision with the goal of eliminating imprisonment, 
 11 
policing, and surveillance and creating lasting alternatives to punishment and 
imprisonment.” Instead of prisons, abolition supports a “vision of a restructured society 
in a world where we have everything we need: food, shelter, education, health, art, 
beauty, clean water, and more,” (Kaba 2021). It is rooted in the work of Black women, 
including Angela Davis, Ruthie Wilson Gilmore, and Mariame Kaba, as well as the work 
of incarcerated people who are impacted the most by prisons, policing, and surveillance.  
While abolitionists are working towards a world free from policing and prisons, 
they do not expect that world to exist tomorrow (Mohapatra et al., 2020). Rather, 
abolitionists are working towards abolition by chipping away at the power of police and 
prisons while building alternative forms of safety (Mohapatra et al. 2020). Central to 
this is the idea of abolitionist reforms versus reformist reforms (Critical Resistance n.d.). 
Abolitionist reforms are changes to the systems of policing, prisons, and security that 
limit their power by reducing funding, challenging the notion that these systems increase 
safety, reducing the tools these institutions have at their disposal, and reducing their 
scale, while reformist reforms do the opposite (Critical Resistance, n.d.). For example, 
increasing funding to the police so they can purchase body cameras is a reformist reform, 
because it increases police funding, increases police scale, and increases the tools the 
police have for surveillance.   
Very little academic research has been published connecting abolition to work 
being done in public libraries. However, Liv Graham (2020), a community college 
reference librarian and recent graduate of IUPUI’s MLIS program, recently published 
a three-part series exploring the connections between prisons, libraries, and abolition. 
This series primarily focuses on introducing library workers to the impacts of the prison 
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industrial complex, exploring the legacy of oppression in LIS, and providing suggestions 
for ways that libraries might better serve their incarcerated and formerly incarcerated 
patrons. In addition to this series, activist and librarian Lena Gluck and the Library 
Freedom Project have both explicitly drawn from abolition in order to better inform their 
work around public libraries and creating safety without the police (Jones & Ng, 2020; 
Library Freedom Project, 2020). Furthermore, several libraries have begun to adopt 
abolitionist reforms within their own policies and security teams, although few label them 
as such. It is likely that libraries adopting these changes are not situating them as 
responses to the violence of the U.S. carceral system, but rather see them as a way to 
provide additional resources and support to patrons. However, even libraries that are 
intentionally adopting an abolitionist framework may be hesitant to use terms like 
abolitionist considering that police departments have threatened library systems 
for voicing support for organizations standing against police violence, like Black Lives 
Matter (Damon 2020).   
Despite this, many of the reforms that have taken place in library safety within the 
past couple of years take power away from the police. For example, several libraries have 
begun to employ social workers (Fraga 2016) or peer navigators (Balzar 2020), who 
become library first responders to patrons in crisis, rather than the police 
(Schweizer 2018). The Thunder Bay Public Library in Canada has begun to phase out 
security forces because of their enduring negative relationships with Black and 
Indigenous populations, relying on a Community Action Panel, Youth Advisory Council, 
and Indigenous Advisory Council to guide them on safety matters (Cooper et al., 2019). 
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Halifax Public Library has access to “nonviolent crisis intervention training, regular first 
aid, mental health first aid, and” naloxone training (Cooper et al., 2019).  
However, there are still many gaps in knowledge when it comes to applying an 
abolitionist framework to public libraries. In particular, there is a lack of literature on the 
kinds of training, resources, and support public library workers will need in order to 
remain confident in their safety without relying on the police.  
This paper seeks to fill that gap through exploratory interviews with public library 
staff who identify as abolitionist and have experience dealing with patrons in order 
to answer the following research questions:  
• How do self-identifying abolitionist library staff working in public 
libraries identify and address harmful patron behaviors?    
• What anti-carceral skills and tools do they use or need?   




This study is an exploratory qualitative study of the experiences of abolitionist 
library staff working in public libraries. As is highlighted in this paper’s literature review, 
there has been very little formal research conducted on how an abolitionist framework of 
safety might be applied to a public library setting. This exploratory study aims to increase 
familiarity of applications of abolition in public libraries and to identify areas for future 
research. Interviews were chosen as the method for data collection because they collect 
rich qualitative information and allow participants to share their personal experience in 
their own words.   
Sample  
In order to qualify for the study, participants needed to self-identify as abolitionist 
(or as a practitioner of abolition), live in the United States, and have experience working 
with patrons in a public library setting. Participants were recruited via information posted 
on the Abolitionist Library Association listserv, the Anti-Fascist Librarian Network Slack 
channel, #LIBREV’s Slack channel, and the researcher’s professional Twitter account. 
Despite the wide dispersal of recruitment postings, all but one of the participants were 
recruited directly from the Abolitionist Library Association listserv. The Abolitionist 
Library Association is a relatively new collective that formed in the summer of 2020 as a 
result of several conversations about police divestment and libraries. The Abolitionist 
Library Association mailing list is very active and is used for a wide variety of purposes, 
including discussing divestment campaigns and sharing pertinent articles and resources  
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Initially, participants were recruited solely via convenience sampling. However, 
after all four of the first participants identified as White cisgender women, two rounds of 
purposive sampling were conducted explicitly asking for participants who were not 
White. In total, seven participants were interviewed for this study. Participants were 
given the opportunity to describe how they identified after the interview ended and once 
recording had stopped, but were not required to disclose any demographic data (see 
Appendix A). This approach was taken to ensure the privacy and comfort of participants 
was prioritized, while also allowing participants to share demographic information that 
they thought might be pertinent to their experience as abolitionist library workers. 
Participants ended up sharing information on their race, gender, sexuality, and ability. 
Regarding race, five of the seven participants identified as White, one as Latinx, and one 
as Black. Regarding gender, five participants identified as ciswomen, one identified as 
nonbinary, and one did not disclose their gender. Regarding sexuality, three participants 
identified as queer, one as bisexual, one as pansexual, and two did not disclose. 
Regarding disability, one participant identified as disabled, one mentioned a specific 
aspect of their ability, and five did not disclose.   
In addition to demographic data, information about participants’ experience with 
library work and abolition was discussed throughout the interview. Participants had been 
working in libraries for a wide variety of time, ranging from just under a year to a little 
over a decade and have held a variety of positions including shelver, page, library 
assistant, library associate, librarian, and director. Participants’ formal LIS education was 
equally varied, with three people having an MLS, one person actively pursuing their 
MLS, one person without an MLS, and two people not mentioning the degree at all. 
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Participants also had different degrees of experience with abolition, including folks who 
were new to the framework and folks who were long time organizers.   
Data Collection  
As mentioned previously, participants were recruited through this study through 
posts on the Abolitionist Library Association listserv, the #LIBREV Slack channel, the 
Anti-Facist Library Network Slack channel, and my professional Twitter account. Library 
workers who responded to these posts were emailed to confirm their eligibility for the 
study and given further information about the study, including a consent form. If library 
workers consented to participating, a Zoom interview was scheduled based on 
participants availability in the next few days. Interviews were semi-structured interviews 
based on the attached Interview Guide (Appendix A). Semi-structured interviews were 
selected to allow for some flexibility to account for differences in participant experiences 
and context, while maintaining a clear topic and goal. The questions in the Interview 
Guide developed directly from the research questions.    
Interviews lasted from 30 minutes to an hour. All interviews were conducted over 
Zoom, a video conferencing platform. This was necessary for a few reasons. One, the 
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic meant that video-conferencing was the safest way to 
conduct interviews for the participants and the interviewer. Two, video-conferencing also 
allowed for greater protection of participants privacy. This was especially important 
because there is some risk for participants for taking part in this study. Historically, 
police have retaliated against people and institutions that are critical of them (Gira Grant, 
2020), including public libraries. Just last summer, police threatened to stop responding 
to Douglas County Library 911 calls because director Amy Dodson drafted a statement in 
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support of Black Lives Matter (Damon 2020), and in the past police have had extreme 
reactions to book displays related to Black Lives Matter (Peet, 2016) and civil rights 
(Goldberg, 2002). Furthermore, some St. Louis County Library workers believe that they 
were laid off in retaliation for criticism related to Black Lives Matter (Hurwitz 2020). 
Because of this, great strides were taken to protect participant identities, since there is 
clearly some risk from both employers and police. Participants were informed of these 
risks ahead of the interview and were encouraged to take any additional steps they felt 
might be necessary to protect themselves, including leaving their video off for the 
duration of the interview, changing their visible Zoom name, and omitting any 
identifying details from our conversation. In fact, the study was structured in such a way 
that I might never learn my participants real names.   
Audio-recordings of each interview were generated within Zoom and stored 
locally until they were fully transcribed. Transcripts were generated with the aid of 
Microsoft Word’s in-document transcription tool. Once initial transcripts were created, I 
combed through each one to ensure that final transcripts were consistent with audio 
recordings and that identifying details (including the names of schools, coworkers, and 
locations) were omitted. At the end of the interview, participants were provided with $15 
compensation for their time and asked if they would like to receive copies of their 
transcripts or the final paper.   
Data Analysis  
Data was coded using the constant comparative method of analysis, as outlined 
by Wildemuth (2009 p.311). I chose this method of coding because it is well suited to 
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studies where there is little existing theory (Wildemuth 2009, p. 311), as is the case with 
this study.   
In order to develop a coding scheme and manual through the constant 
comparative method, I systematically compared each transcript to the other transcripts 
and looked for themes or patterns that emerged. Constant comparative coding is done 
simultaneously with data collection (Given 2008). In order to give myself ample time for 
transcription and coding between interviews, interviews were scheduled at least three 
days apart. Throughout this process, I kept a detailed iterative coding manual that 
included names of each category, clear rules, and examples. Ideally, I would have 
continued to interview participants until these categories reached saturation. However, 
due to the limited timeline of this project, reaching saturation was not possible.  
Once my categories were fleshed out, I conducted a round of theoretical coding as 
defined by Glaser (Kelle 2007). Theoretical coding is used in the constant comparative 
method of analysis to allow the researcher to “draw on existing stocks of theoretical 
knowledge in order to understand, describe, and explain empirically observed 
phenomena,” (Kelle 2007). For this study, I drew from theories related to abolition and 
library and information science.   
 I gave myself ample time between each of these steps to combat coding fatigue 
and ensure greater consistency of coding.   
Positionality  
As author and principal investigator of this research study, I was primarily 
responsible for recruiting and interviewing participants. As such, it’s important to note 
the ways that my identity as a White, cisgender woman, as well as my experience as a 
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public library staff member and practitioner of abolition may have impacted my 
interviews and the research study as a whole.   
As a White cisgender person, I am not subjected to the same levels of violence 
and harm that Black people, Indigenous people, people of color, trans people, and 
nonbinary people face on a daily basis. This impacts my concepts of safety and security, 
which are central to the study. It is possible that because of this, my participants were less 
likely to share personal experiences of harm especially at the hands of co-workers or 
administrators who were also White, cisgender women.  
However, while I am relatively new to the framework of abolition, my experience 
thus far has granted me access to spaces like the Abolitionist Library Association, which 
I might not have otherwise known about or have been able to access. Also, given the risks 
that come with publicly identifying as abolitionist, it is likely that some folks were more 
comfortable speaking with someone who was openly sympathetic with abolition.  
Furthermore, my experience with both abolition and library science gave me the 
theoretical sensitivity I needed as a researcher to analyze data via the constant 
comparative method. Kelle defines theoretical sensitivity as a researcher’s “ability to 
grasp empirical phenomena in theoretical terms,” and notes that it requires “advanced 
understanding of different thoughts of school, their terminology, and their possible 
relations,” (Kelle 2007). My familiarity with both abolition and library science enhanced 
my theoretical sensitivity and enabled me to pull in concepts from both disciplines 
throughout my data analysis.   
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Limitations  
This study could have been strengthened by a mixed-methods approach. Since the 
research questions are primarily focused on the behaviors of library workers in a specific 
context, methods like direct observation, surveys, or research diaries could have 
strengthened the study considerably. However, the methods of this particular study were 
limited by the duration of the project and by the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic. Direct 
observation would have been unsafe due to COVID and additional methods would have 
been too time intensive to conduct in addition to interviews.  
The interviews themselves were likely not as effective as they might have been 
pre-pandemic. Throughout the pandemic, many people have reported experiencing 
increased Zoom fatigue (Firozi and Chiu 2021), brain fog (Cushing 2021), and anxiety 
(Panchal et al. 2021). This likely impacted who was able to participate in interviews and 
to what extent. Of course, conducting interviews solely through video-conferencing has 
its own potential setbacks, pandemic notwithstanding. It is difficult to establish rapport 
with interviewees without the nonverbal cues one would see in an in-person interview 
and basic issues with technology or internet have the potential to disrupt the flow of an 
interview. I tried to mitigate the impact of these issues by preparing for them in advance, 
but even preparation cannot guarantee that a conversation will continue seamlessly.  
Since there is no previous research on public library workers that practice 
abolition, it was difficult to determine the representativeness of the sample. However, it is 
likely that several groups were underrepresented. No men, Indigenous people, or 
formerly incarcerated folks participated in this study and very few non-white people, 
disabled people, people who work in rural libraries, and people with no security at their 
libraries participated. It is also possible that there is a fundamental difference between 
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people who were able to participate (e.g. people with an hour to spare and people who 
could potentially risk losing their privacy) and those who did not participate.  
Because of this, the results of this study are not intended to be generalized as 
representative of all abolitionist library workers, but rather are intended to serve as a 




As mentioned in the ‘Methodology’ section of this paper, 7 abolitionist library 
workers were interviewed for this research study. While participants worked in a wide 
variety of settings and had different levels of experience with both abolition and library 
work, they all experienced some barriers to using an abolitionist framework for safety in 
their workplaces and they all had some common skills and tools they relied on when 
dealing with harm.   
Eight common themes related to these barriers, skills, and tools 
emerged following both constant comparative analysis and theoretical analysis. The 
themes are as follows:  
1. Barriers  
i. Legacy of Oppression  
ii. Exclusionary Policies  
iii. Overreliance on 911  
iv. Presence of Police and Security  
2. Skills and Tools  
i. Centering Empathy and Care  
ii. Building the Capacity to Address Harm  
iii. Addressing the Root Causes of Harm  




  Each of the participants experienced some common barriers to using an 
abolitionist framework of safety in their workplaces. It is important to keep in mind that 
when I refer to an abolitionist framework of safety, I am talking about a library worker’s 
ability to deal with harm that occurs in libraries without relying on carceral systems, like 
prisons or police, or without engaging in punitive behaviors that might inflict further 
harm. Participants encountered four major barriers in using this framework to address 
harm: an overreliance on 911, the presence of police and security, the library’s legacy of 
oppression, and the existence of targeted policies and policy enforcement.  
Legacy of Oppression  
As discussed in the Literature Review, abolition is a political vision that aims to 
end carceral institutions and create a world where each person has what they need to 
“live, love, and thrive,” (Felber 2020). Creating that world requires us to abolish the 
institutional violence that feeds into the prison industrial complex and calls us to 
dismantle systems of oppression including white supremacy, ableism, homophobia, 
transphobia, classism, and misogyny (Kaba 2021).  
The library has been deeply entrenched in these systems of oppression since its 
founding. Public libraries have their roots in Enlightenment ideals and were initially 
created to teach immigrants to be better citizens, a goal that is both paternalistic and 
predicated on the exclusion of Black and Indigenous people (de jesus 2014). Graham 
(2020) describes the role of the library worker at this time as an “oppressive/corrective 
policing role” and describes library workers themselves as Americanizing agents of the 
state. Libraries remain entrenched in these systems of oppression today (de jesus 2014) 
and library workers continue to act in these enforcement roles.  
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In fact, participants recognized that the library’s continued participation in 
institutional oppression was a major barrier in realizing an abolitionist framework of 
safety in the library. Ava1 expressed frustration that her colleagues’ internal biases and 
racism ended up directly impacting Black patrons. “It’s just enacted in ways that are that 
are cultural within the library institution and [the idea] that Black kids are louder or Black 
kids are going to be more violent or Black kids are larger in stature for their age or 
something, just whatever the stereotype is. I think those really show up and that you're 
seeing, like, is a white kid getting a pass from a librarian versus like a black kid doing the 
same behavior? Absolutely that's happening.” Ava shared similar stories around 
transphobia as well, where coworkers would not respect a kid’s preferred pronouns. 
Other participants mentioned irritation with the idea that some library workers still 
believe they need to take on a paternalistic teaching role. As Cheyenne stated “you’ve 
always heard librarians say like ‘Well that’s why we have fines, is to teach people social 
responsibility.’ Screw that!” Elise said something similar, noting that “because of the 
history of libraries and because we’re majority white cis women, middle class, I think 
there’s a lot of paternalistic ideas about library workers needing to teach patrons and I 
think that also just plays a lot into,” a punitive mindset.  
It is not surprising then that participants might be interested in finding ways to 
mitigate or stop the harm inflicted by their coworkers. However, participants were 
acutely aware of the library’s ability to decouple. Victor Ray (2019) describes decoupling 
as an organization’s ability to separate formal commitments to equity from actual policies 
and practices that reinforce racial inequities. Hathcock (2015) is discussing decoupling in 
 
1 Participants in this interview are referred to by pseudonyms to protect their privacy. Each participant was 
given the opportunity to select their own pseudonym. If they did not have a preference for a particular 
pseudonym, I selected one for them that aligned with their pronouns. 
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her article “White Librarianship in Blackface,” which describes how diversity initiatives 
in LIS actually uphold and perpetuate whiteness. Lida referenced this phenomenon when 
discussing police presence at her library. “We have programs about various social 
movements. We have programs about Black Lives Matter and all this stuff, but you're not 
connecting the dots.”   
The role of decoupling in the library became especially clear when discussing 
anti-bias or anti-racism trainings as a potential solution to the oppressive role of library 
workers. Four participants in this study expressed interest in having more anti-bias or 
anti-racism trainings in their library; however, they often simultaneously expressed doubt 
that trainings would lead to institutional change. For example, Nic said “I wish they made 
it that it was required for people to do these kind of trainings if you're hired on to a 
library... right now most of the time it's like, ‘Okay, we're doing racial equity work, but 
it's not mandatory.’... I think we'd like to establish the feeling that we are [equitable] 
because we're like, ‘Oh free speech. We have all these things that we offer people’ and 
I'm like, yeah, but you still allow TERFs in our spaces and white supremacists to have 
programs.” Ava summed the dilemma up, saying “As a predominantly white institution... 
there's not been whatever you want to say—trainings, like a reckoning, whatever it would 
be. We're not doing it. Like for me as a White individual, like it's important for me to be 
invested in that unlearning and learning. But that's not important to everyone, and that's 
not required for my job.” I want to be clear that the participants who mentioned anti-
racism or anti-bias training felt like it could be useful in shifting the library towards an 
abolitionist framework of safety. However, they simultaneously remained critical of the 
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library space and were realistic about training not being enough to completely transform 
the oppressive nature of the library.  
Participants were not just thinking about their colleagues' biases, but they were 
constantly interrogating their own. For two participants, this aspect of self-reflection was 
rooted in the idea of killing the “Cop in Your Head and Heart.” This phrase is frequently 
used in abolitionist circles and is often attributed to Patricia Rojas. Rojas (2009) uses the 
term to refer to the ways in which dominant ideologies, like capitalism, white supremacy, 
and heteropatriarchy, are deeply entrenched in the ways that we think and act. If people 
are not carefully interrogating the way these ideologies impact their actions, they risk 
replicating these systems of oppression even as they try to dismantle them. 
Abolitionists typically use this term to refer to combating carceral logic or the belief that 
problems should be resolved with punishment, judgement, vengeance, or control. For 
example, Eden notes that it “isn't just the police, it is the act of policing, which is 
something that libraries do every single day that they open their doors with the rules that 
they have, with the policies that they have, with the way that people interact with certain 
patrons. So trying to remember you also have to kill the cop in your head, which can 
be really hard for people,” (emphasis my own). Nic made a similar observation, saying 
“we kind of need to get rid of the police in our head. The policing that we even do as 
library workers. I mean, I didn't even think about it until this training that I attended that 
the reference desk is always set up in the center for you to keep an eye on people at all 
times,” (emphasis my own). If libraries terminate their contracts with police and security, 
but refuse to examine how they continue to contribute to systemic oppression, they risk 
replicating the same issues.  
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Exclusionary Policies  
In recent years, common critiques of the U.S. criminal justice system note how 
laws, policing, and sentencing all have disproportionate impacts on marginalized 
populations, like Black people, trans people, and sex workers. Similar critiques are 
present in library science, especially when discussing library policies and behaviors 
typical to teens (Chelton, 2002; Gibson & Hughes-Hassell 2017). As Gibson and Hughes-
Hassell (2017) point out, these policies are used to “exclude vulnerable groups in the 
interest of maintaining law and order.” Abolitionists like Mariame Kaba connect this kind 
of community level policing to the larger state-level criminalization and incarceration 
of people (2021).  
Participants observed these exclusionary policies in place at their own libraries 
and expressed frustration with the way policies were both written and enforced. 5 
participants mentioned policies that they felt unfairly targeted or criminalized low-
income individuals and 1 participant mentioned policies that targeted and criminalized 
teens. Common policies mentioned were bag policies, odor policies, sleeping policies, 
and policies against eating or drinking. Lida specifically mentioned a policy her library 
has against bringing bikes into the library. “People try to bring in their bikes into the 
library, which I don't think is a problem, like if they're not riding it in the building, I don't 
care. But they'll be like ‘No, you can't bring that in here,’ but if they don't have a lock 
then if they leave it outside, that's basically asking for someone to take it away and 
especially if you are low income or homeless, that is tantamount to just leaving your door 
unlocked.”  These policies were often enforced in a way that enabled the further 
exclusion of vulnerable groups. Ava mentioned that her library’s bag policy had a greater 
impact on students than it would on White adults, “like if a white suburban looking mom 
 28 
came in with a big stroller and a big diaper bag like nobody's going to say you have too 
many bags, you have to leave for the day.” This was echoed by Lida, who also noted that 
bag policies would likely not be enforced “if a person in a business suit who had a large 
suitcase came in the door.”  
  Ava summarized the impact that these exclusionary policies had on her ability to 
take an abolitionist approach to issues. “I think just the way we conceptualize policies to 
protect everybody kind of ends up, in my experience, really catering to White adults who 
are of middle class background and are American and Americanized and so I think that is 
a disadvantage to how we navigate.” Cheyenne noted the ways that one of her former 
libraries’ policies intersected with the legacy of colonialism in her area. “The economic 
disparity in resort towns is just some of the most in your face and especially First Nations 
people, who are on their own land, and can’t get a hot meal and a bed to sleep in because 
that doesn’t exist in their community and they come to the library and then because 
people are dealing with so much in trying to survive and mental health, often times they 
can’t meet what’s asked of a code of conduct.” Of course, these issues often intersect 
with and are compounded by the legacy of oppression in the library, as mentioned in the 
previous section.  
In response to exclusionary policies, abolitionist library workers often made a 
clear distinction between behavior that was not allowed in their public library space (or 
behavior that some patrons deemed inappropriate) and behavior that might be considered 
harmful. Elise summed this phenomenon up, saying “There’s a lot of things that staff and 
security are told to enforce that are really not actually harmful behavior, we’ve just 
decided they’re against the rules.” Rather than relying on policies to dictate what 
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behaviors should or should not be allowed in the library, participants often performed 
their own assessments of a situation, typically looking for indications of violence or 
harm. For example, Lida mentioned the following thoughts when deciding how to handle 
a patron who was high in her library. “They weren't making any noise, they weren't 
talking to anybody, they weren't damaging anything, so I was just willing to leave enough 
alone... He wasn't doing anything wrong...He wasn't breaking’—well, I guess he was 
technically breaking the rule, because it does say in our behavioral policy that you're not 
supposed to be drunk or high in the library, but if somebody was high on marijuana or 
something, if you didn't smell it on them, would you necessarily know?” In fact, a few 
participants simply would not enforce policies they felt were exclusionary or needlessly 
strict. As Nic said about their library’s food and drink policy, “they told me you're not 
supposed to let people eat on your floor, but if I see them eating at a table and they're not 
like making a mess, and they're just kind of keeping to themselves, it's fine.” Nic did note 
that she might redirect a patron to eat in a designated location if their meal had strong 
aromas that could impact other patrons, but they made that assessment of impact 
themselves. Other participants noted that this disconnect between policies and harmful 
behavior should be an impetus for reviewing and changing exclusionary library policies.   
Participants performed their own assessments of harm in response to patron 
complaints as well. Ava mentions she always likes to “chec[k] out the situation 
for myself,” because behaviors that people “might criminalize are often very normal 
behaviors for people with disabilities, for people from different cultural backgrounds than 
you, for people who are just different than you, or from a different class background.” 
Eden mentioned that patrons often reacted negatively to a person at her library who has 
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some form of mental disability. “They hear voices and they have full on conversations 
with entities that aren't there. Sometimes they get a little loud, but they're not violent, this 
is how they exist day-to-day, but they really, you know, bother other people and other 
people get fearful around them.” Despite her patrons’ ableist fears about this person, 
Eden makes her own assessments of whether the situation is violent and instead of 
removing this person from the library, she often preemptively addresses other patrons to 
let them know that everything is okay.   
This approach is clearly rooted in abolitionist critiques of United States laws and 
their relationship to harm. As Mariame Kaba (2021) says, “crime and harm are not 
synonymous. All that is criminalized isn’t harmful, and all harm isn’t necessarily 
criminalized.” An example that is often given is that wage theft is not criminalized, but it 
can be extremely harmful (Kaba 2021). Abolitionist library workers are examining their 
library policies with the same critical framework, discussing behaviors in terms of harm 
or violence rather than in terms of rules, fears, or appropriate behavior. However, this 
approach is only likely to work if library workers have an astute understanding of how 
oppression functions in the library and how behaviors are criminalized. Without that kind 
of deeper analysis, library workers have the potential to lapse back into the policing role 
mentioned in the “Legacy of Oppression” section.  
Overreliance on 911  
Abolitionists are generally critical of calling the police or 911, because it is a tool 
that can be used to weaponize fear (Graham, 2020; Kaba, 2021; Dixon, 2020) and 
because there are many people for whom first responders are not safe or helpful, but 
instead are a source of harm and violence (Bernd, 2016; Lamble, 2015). Police have 
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killed people on wellness checks (Lennard, 2020), during mental health emergencies 
(Rushing et al. 2020), and in their sleep (Leduff, 2010; Oppel, Taylor, & Bogel-
Burroughs 2021).   
Despite these concerns, public libraries appear to rely heavily on 911 to provide a 
sense of safety and security to library staff. In fact, at least 4 participants indicated that 
the safety or security training provided by their library was essentially limited to calling 
911. As Elise put it, “In different security trainings I’ve attended, there’s always a point 
at which—and a very quick point at which—the answer is call 911.” Others indicated 
their training could be summed up in broad sweeping statements like “’lock yourself in a 
room and call the police if anything happens,’” or “‘when in doubt I want you to pick up 
the phone and call 911 immediately, for your safety.’” Cheyenne, a library worker who 
has held a wide variety of positions, noted that she used to tell her staff to call 911 
immediately until around 2016. “That was when I started saying ‘Hold up, we, as a group 
of mostly White women, really need to reconsider this.’” Lida, a librarian at a city 
library, tried to push back on a similar policy at her library, to no avail. When bringing 
her concerns to her administration she said: “‘Hey, a coworker called the police and I 
don't really agree with that. I think that if they are not endangering anybody or 
themselves, I don't think we should do that.’ But, there were a couple of people who were 
saying, ‘Well, I really think it should be up to the person's individual preference or sense 
of safety, etc.’ and kind of being very dismissive of the idea that there are alternatives to 
dealing with that situation.” On a surface level, centering library staff’s personal feelings 
around safety when considering when to call 911 might appear harmless. However, ideas 
of safety and security are not neutral; they are embedded in systems of race, class, 
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gender, sexuality, and ability (Graham 2020; Kaba 2021). When libraries make calling 
911 dependent on staff preference without providing any other safety or security training, 
they are allowing their staff to decide who is potentially subjected to state violence. This 
is especially concerning considering libraries’ legacy of oppression and library workers’ 
policing role.   
Participants in this study were acutely aware of how calling 911 could potentially 
harm their patrons. When discussing an incident where a co-worker had called the police 
on a Black patron, Lida said “I would have thought that it's common knowledge by now 
... that calling the police on a Black person or other person of color is an inherent threat to 
their life. I would have thought that most people know that by now. But obviously they 
don't, or they don't care.”  Remy and Nic, both library workers in the South, noted that 
police were called with some frequency on people experiencing homelessness. 
As Nic said “a lot of staff tend to just think the first thing to call is--  unfortunately-- the 
police and the police isn't help, especially when it's our displaced homeless folks that are 
regulars and a lot of times could have mental health issues or housing issues and just need 
assistance.”   
Not only does this reliance on 911 have the potential to harm patrons, but it also 
leaves little room for alternative approaches to resolving problems that might arise in the 
library.  Lida points out that “it just seems like people think that pressing the button or 
calling the number, like is one just stop it, stop all the conflict. But we need actual 
conflict mediation resources.” Similar points are made by both Remy and Elise. As Elise 
says, “the skills that I think that myself and other library staff could gain as alternatives 
to [calling 911] are really missing.” In fact, Remy notes that because they do not feel 
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comfortable calling the cops, which is the only tool provided to them for dealing with 
harmful patron behavior at their library, they have “just ignored people who are maybe 
harassing me or whatnot instead of escalating it.” This is not something that other 
participants mentioned experiencing, but it does reflect that providing alternatives to 
calling 911 is necessary to not only protect patrons, but to protect staff as well.  
Oftentimes, people who are unfamiliar with an abolitionist framework for safety 
have questions about whether it is ever appropriate to call 911 or what do instead of 
calling 911. Mariame Kaba addresses this question in the following way: “Some people 
may ask ‘Does this mean that I can never call the cops if my life is in serious danger?’ 
Abolition does not center that question. Instead, abolition challenges us to ask ‘Why do 
we have no other well-resourced options?’ and pushes us to creatively consider how we 
can grow, build, and try other avenues to reduce harm,” (Kaba 2021, p.2-3). This 
appears to be the approach of the participants I spoke with; none of the participants 
spent time discussing whether they would call 911 in specific situations. Instead, library 
workers spoke at length about the kind of alternatives they created or were pushing for 
in their libraries. For example, Eden created a document of numbers that her colleagues 
could call instead of 911. She notes that, “where I live, we don't have very many 
alternatives, but there are some.” At least three other participants mentioned there could 
be value in training staff on Narcan or Naloxone. These alternatives are just a few of the 
many suggestions that participants offered as alternatives to 911 and policing. I will 
discuss the rest of these alternatives in depth in the “Skills and Tools” section of this 
paper.  
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Presence of Police and Security  
Participants were asked to describe what security looked like at their libraries (or 
at libraries they had worked in previously). 6 of the 7 participants had experience with 
some form of security or police that was stationed at the library. 4 participants described 
their security as contracted security, 1 participant described their security as a 
combination of in-house and contracted security, 1 participant described their security as 
uniformed police officers, and 1 participant had no form of security or police at their 
library. It is important to note that one of the contracted security teams exclusively 
employed off-duty police officers and those officers kept on their uniform and badge 
while working, making them virtually indistinguishable from on-duty police officers in 
that city. At at least 3 of these libraries, guards wore uniforms and carried guns. I did not 
explicitly ask about what kind of weapons security carried in my interviews, so it is 
possible that other security teams were also armed.  
There are important distinctions between in-house security (employed by the 
library), contracted security (employed by a separate company which has a contract with 
the library), and police (employed by the town, city, or county). Since these types of 
security are employed by different entities, they are also accountable to different people, 
which shapes how they operate in the library. However, for the most part, each of these 
security types caused similar issues to arise for participants. For this reason, I’ll be using 
the term ‘security’ as an overarching term to encompass all of these different security 
types, unless otherwise specified.  
Much like the use of 911, police and security are the subjects of frequent 
critiques by abolitionists. These critiques often center on the idea that police do not keep 
us safe or prevent harm, but rather provide us with a sense of security. As Mariame 
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Kaba (2021) states “horrible things are supposed to be kept at bay by these tools, even 
though we know that horrible things continue to happen to us all the time—and that 
these very tools and corresponding institutions are reproducing the violence and horror 
they’re supposed to contain.” These arguments-- that police are ineffective at preventing 
harm and often cause harm themselves-- were echoed by the participants when 
discussing policing in libraries.   
For example, two participants felt like they would not be able to easily locate 
security even if an issue did arise at their branch. When referring to the security team at 
one of her previous branches, Cheyenne said “They’re never even paying attention. 
Even if I wanted them, I probably couldn’t get their attention. They just look 
intimidating and create an atmosphere that isn’t welcoming.” Ava, who works at an 
urban library branch in the Midwest, said this of her security team: “The security guards, 
the police officers, some of them really just don't want to be involved in there, [they’re] 
really there to be an intimidating presence. They might just be on their phone. We had a 
police officer who would grab some of our magazines. He would sit down, that's where 
he would be the whole time. So even when there was an incident where you might want 
an officer or need some intervention, or like someone wants to ask them a question, like 
sometimes they're hard to find, or like where are they? Or what are they doing?” One 
participant, Lida, also mentioned that the kind of “dangerous and unpleasant things that 
staff have to encounter” are oftentimes not things that security could intervene in. The 
example she gave was that she had had a few issues with patrons over the phone, 
something security would not be able to stop or prevent from happening.  
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Not only was security sometimes difficult to find, but when they 
were present they often would escalate situations rather than diffusing them, a 
phenomenon mentioned by 4 of the participants. They noted that security “take it to a 
Level 10 immediately” or try to “exert their power and dominance.” Nic offered this 
example of how security often escalates small issues in their library: “There's definitely 
been times where we have patrons that just don't realize they're loud or have headphones 
on and other patrons will be bothered that they're being loud, that they'll start yelling at 
them and then that just escalates everything and then it's multiple people getting into it... 
then next thing I know security ends up showing up and I'm just like these people don't 
need to be kicked out of this library just because they were singing along to a music 
video. That is something that I've seen happen a few times.” Lida mentioned a similar 
situation where she was speaking with a patron who was lingering after closing time so 
that they could take a photograph of the branch hours, which were posted on an inner 
door. “One of the officers, who had just told him not to come in, came barreling out. He 
was coming full speed and saying ‘You can't be in here and you have to leave.’ I 
basically had to put myself in between the person and say ‘He's just taking a photo, he's 
going to take a photo and leave.’”  
Participants also expressed concerns that the presence of police and security 
impeded information access in the library, especially when patrons had unpleasant 
interactions with police or security. Cheyenne mentioned a patron who was picked up by 
the police while in the library “supposedly because he matched the description of 
somebody who had committed a crime in the area. This was a patron who had some 
paranoid tendencies already and so it broke whatever remaining trust he had in our 
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library.” Lida mentioned a similar situation with a young woman who had likely run 
away from her family and was spending all day in the library. When her family located 
her, they began a loud argument, which one staff member attempted de-escalate. 
However, another staff member called security and “that caused the daughter to just 
leave. They didn't know where the daughter was going at all. This had been her refuge 
and now she just knows this is not a place where she can go.”   
At the same library, police once reprimanded a patron for closing their eyes while 
waiting in line. Lida heard this story from a co-worker, but according to her “They were 
just standing and closing their eyes and a police officer came up to [them] immediately 
and said, ‘You have to wake up.’ The patron was very bewildered, like ‘Why would you 
come up to me? I'm very obviously not sleeping.’ And the officer 
apparently said ‘because there are security cameras, I can't be shown not reprimanding 
somebody sleeping on the security camera.’ And the patron just was very upset, 
understandably, and left without their books getting to them. These are several examples 
of, you know, policing is an accessibility issue, especially when it's for reasons that are 
ridiculous like that, that's a damaged relationship right there” Lida sums up this issue 
perfectly. In each of these situations, participants mentioned how police interventions 
damaged a person’s trust in the library, potentially permanently. This damaged trust 
means people are no longer comfortable coming to the library and thus are losing access 
to the spaces, resources, and information that libraries provide.  
However, the presence of police and security has the potential to impede information 
access even if a patron does not have any direct conflict with them. Security at Ava’s 
branch would occasionally station themselves behind library workers at the front desk. 
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Ava notes that “that provides a barrier of access for adults... who are using the library, 
that behind me is an officer watching our whole interaction, including when I'm bringing 
up your information like home address, etc. like information that scans when you scan a 
library card. So, definitely for people who are not English speakers or who are new 
immigrants to the area, like into the United States, I think that's really intimidating and 
just in general for people who don't expect a police officer to be behind a librarian while 
you're checking out your books or whatever, you need to do.” Ava also notes that the 
presence of security does inhibit her “from making relationships, especially with the 
teens and like saying ‘I'm a person you can trust and talk to without getting in trouble or 
you could ask me questions about the library,’ but this person is looming behind us.”  
Not only does the presence of police act as a barrier to information access but it 
also has the potential to connect patrons to larger systems of state violence. When 
libraries have police or security in their buildings, they are often directly connecting 
public libraries to the prison industrial complex. The term prison industrial complex or 
PIC is typically used to refer to “the overlapping interests of government and industry 
that use surveillance, policing, and imprisonment as solutions to economic, social and 
political problems,” (Critical Resistance, n.d.). While public libraries are connected to the 
PIC in many ways, allocating library funds for security or police and funneling 
marginalized patrons into the U.S. carceral system are two of the most explicit 
connections. One of the participants in this study, Elise, mentioned that as an abolitionist 
library worker, she often thinks about how “policing intersect[s] with library services and 
then other punitive carceral systems.”  
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Four participants explicitly mentioned concerns about patrons being pushed into 
“the system,” by security or police, referring to the U.S. carceral system. Cheyenne 
provided an example of a patron who was arrested as a direct result of his behavior in the 
library. This patron had followed Cheyenne, who was a shelver at the time, around the 
library yelling expletives and threatening her with violence. Cheyenne notes that “they 
removed him from the library that day and then they told him that he needed to go to the 
main branch in order to check in, to get permission to come back in the library, like he 
would have to sign a behavioral agreement. But when he showed up at the main branch, 
they arrested him because they said that they needed to get him into the system.” 
Cheyenne also mentions that she “had a hard time with the notion that we need[ed] to get 
him into the system... because I don’t think it’s always helpful for people.”  
Ava, a library worker who frequently interacts with teenage patrons, also notes 
the specific ways that police presence in libraries might extend the school to prison 
pipeline (STPP), a term often used to describe the relationship between schools and U.S. 
carceral system. “Less a pipeline than a nexus or a swamp, the STPP is generally used to 
refer to the interlocking sets of structural and individual relationships, in which youth, 
primarily of color, are funneled from schools and neighborhoods into under- or 
unemployment and prisons,” (Kaba 2021, p.76). Ava posits that her library helps extend 
this pipeline because many of the officers that work at the library during afterschool 
officers are School Resource Officers (SROs). As she says, “these officers are often also 
School Resource Officers, so they're seeing some of the same people, which I've had 
managers tell me ‘This is great because they have an established relationship,’ but for me, 
my perspective on it is that if you had issues at school, they followed you to this space 
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that is not school and in some ways that just extends the school to prison 
pipeline. So you're seeing kids punished for behaviors around like noise, throwing things, 
maybe a little bit of very mild roughhousing.” Ava’s critique of the relationship that 
SROs have with students echoes a critique a young person once mentioned to Mariame 
Kaba: “‘I know the cops here very well, and they know me. We know each other too 
well. That’s not the problem. The problem is they harass me daily. If they’d stop that, 
we’d be fine,” (Kaba 2021, p.7).  
Again, abolitionists generally take the stance that the best way to reduce this kind 
of violence and harassment “is to reduce contact with the cops,” (Richie et al., n.d.). 
Theoretically, libraries should have complete control over their police and security 
teams and thus have the power to reduce contact, but like many organizations that appear 
to have some authority over policing “they lack the power to make any fundamental 
changes,” (Richie et al., n.d.) In fact, four participants mentioned some form of 
frustration with how little control library administration appeared to have over training 
security personnel.   
 The level of control a particular library has over their security team is heavily 
dependent on who the libraries contract with to provide security. If security is in-house, 
library administration is likely to have a large amount of control, if not total control over 
training. However, with contracted security, the contract between the library and the 
security company often limits the number of hours of training that can be provided. Since 
contracts differ from library to library, it can be difficult to determine the exact 
stipulations of a particular contract. In fact, Eden expressed her frustration at trying to 
pinpoint how exactly security at her library were trained.  In response to her request for 
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further training for library security, Eden’s administrative team told her “‘Well, we can't 
do anything about the outside contracted security, it's in their contract that we can't train 
them.’” As Eden says, “I want to really find out what that actually means, because 
they have to do some kind of training to learn what our rules are if they're going to 
enforce them, but the question is like, what does that look like? Do they get a sheet? Does 
someone just tell them? Do they watch a video?”  
 This lack of control made it difficult for participants to limit contact between 
security and patrons and to build alternative responses to conflict and harm. For 
example, Lida, who works at a library staffed by uniformed police officers, noted that 
one of her co-workers was interested in providing training to the police because they kept 
enforcing rules the library did not actually have in place. “We can't because they're under 
a whole other jurisdiction, so we cannot offer or require any sort of training for them. 
They're not under our rules at all.” At Elise’s library, security personnel are the only 
people who can legally remove patrons from the library. As she points out, this means 
that “library staff, including management, don’t actually have any influence or say over 
who is removed or for how long. That is a huge source of difficulty-- we don’t actually 
get to collaborate or have influence over what happens to our patrons in our spaces.” In 
response to this lack of control and other barriers inflicted by the presence of police and 
security, participants deployed a wide variety of strategies to limit police contact with 
patrons and prevent conflict in library spaces. These strategies are described in depth in 
the following sections.  
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Skills and Tools  
When abolitionists discuss building alternatives to calling the police, they are very 
clear that “there is no one alternative. There are a million alternatives. And the issue is to 
figure out which alternative works for what situation,” (Kaba 2021). In building these 
alternatives, abolitionists also place great emphasis on the importance of imagination. 
As Mariame Kaba (2021) states, “Let’s ask ‘What can we imagine for ourselves and the 
world?’ If we do that, then boundless possibilities of a more just world await 
us.” The abolitionist library workers I spoke with mentioned dozens of possible 
alternatives to calling the police, security, or 911 in response to issues that might arise in 
public libraries. Some of these alternatives were already in place at participants’ 
workplaces, while others were supports participants felt would help reduce reliance on 
carceral solutions if they were put in place.   
It is important to note that abolition places emphasis on the community and 
centering community needs. Because of this, some of the best solutions are hyperlocal; 
“they are really trying to meet the needs of their communities in specific ways.” 
However, in many ways sharing hyperlocal solutions is antithetical to the design of this 
study. For example, one participant helps run a restorative justice circle for teens in their 
library. Unfortunately, they were unable to share specifics about this endeavor because it 
would put their privacy at risk.   
While it is essential that alternatives to calling the police be rooted in the 
community, there were still common themes around the kind of solutions, skills, 
resources, and tools that participants used instead of relying on punitive systems. The 
themes are as followed: Centering Empathy and Care, Building Capacity to Address 
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Harm, Addressing the Root Causes of Harm, and Anything Worth Doing is Worth Doing 
with Other People.  
Centering Empathy and Care  
Abolitionist practice is centered on the idea that relationships, empathy, and care 
are central to building safety outside of carceral systems. As Mia Mingus states, 
“sustainable community endeavors require solid relationships with people maintained 
through trust,” (2016). Mariame Kaba notes that these relationships are essential to 
“feeling safe enough within your community,” that you will intervene in violence 
(2021). Ejeris Dixon notes that relationship building can be as simple as saying hello and 
introducing yourself (2020).  
Ideas of relationship building and care were echoed in the practices of abolitionist 
library workers’ that I spoke with. At least three participants mentioned relationship 
building as an essential tool for creating a safe library environment. Cheyenne notes that 
she began to do this work as a shelver, “I was roaming around on the floor with a cart, 
seeing the same people every day, greeting the same people every day, even if we never 
really talked, forming relationships, just how that can happen when you have 
a routine and you nod to somebody 300 times a year.” Ava provided more information 
about how she intentionally builds relationships with the teens that she works with. “I put 
in a lot of intentionality around names, names is something that's really important to me, 
that they know my name and I learned their name and that's easy to do when you scan 
library cards all day and you see people's names and faces.” Ava also keeps a spreadsheet 
stripped of identifying information to help jog her memory about each students’ interests. 
Building and maintaining relationships can be extremely useful for ensuring everyone is 
 44 
safe and cared for in the library space. As Ava notes, “in some ways it goes both ways of 
like ‘I see you, I'm looking at you but also I care about you.’ There's a level of 
relationship building and rapport building. But also, I see what you're up to, so you know 
try to behave and follow the code of conduct as best you can, but also seek me out if 
you're having issues.” Nic discussed how seeing their regulars helped her understand 
their boundaries and needs in the library space. For example, some of their regulars with 
mental health issues may get upset if she gets too close to them while watering plants or 
performing other tasks. Nic’s regular interactions with these patrons helped them fully 
understand their boundaries and ensured that everyone could coexist safely in that space.  
Participants centered this same empathy and care when dealing with issues that 
arose in the library space. 4 participants mentioned beginning interactions with patrons 
with both intention and empathy. Both Eden and Cheyenne mentioned beginning 
conversations with “How are you?” Cheyenne explained her rationale behind this. “You 
have a lot of people who love rules, who love to walk up to people and just demand a 
behavioral change and the people that they’re doing that to are often people who are short 
on sleep and down on luck and have a million other problems and how about starting 
with ‘Hey, how are you?’” Both Ava and Lida emphasized the importance of having a 
non-adversarial mindset when speaking with patrons. As Lida said, “I feel like when you 
go into a situation not wanting to be adversarial and just act like you're on the same side 
solving a problem rather than like you're fighting one another, that mindset helps a 
lot.” Two of the participants had participated in some form of trauma-informed training 
and found that useful in strengthening this skill, while a third participant wished that their 
library offered some form of trauma-informed training. Trauma-informed training often 
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teaches staff about trauma-informed care, which is “an approach in the human services 
field that assumes that an individual is more likely than not to have a history of 
trauma,” and adjusts interactions, policies, procedures, and systems accordingly (Buffalo 
Center for Social Research, n.d.). For participants, empathy and care were foundational 
values that were essential to building abolitionist responses to harmful behaviors in 
libraries.  
Building the Capacity to Address Harm  
Of course, even with a calm and empathetic approach conflicts will arise in the 
library, either between patrons or between patrons and staff. If library workers are only 
trained to address issues by calling 911 or involving the police (see “Overreliance on 
911” and “Presence of Police and Security”), they are more likely to turn to those tools 
when they encounter conflicts in the library. In order for staff to feel comfortable moving 
away from using these carceral institutions as solutions to problems, library 
administration will likely need to expand the tools available to library staff. Participants 
mentioned two major ways that libraries could build their capacity to address conflict and 
harm without involving the police: strengthening de-escalation skills and investing in 
more library staff.   
6 of the 7 participants mentioned using a wide variety of de-escalation tactics to 
address conflicts in library spaces. Several participants mentioned being intentional about 
their body language, volume, and use of space to shift the energy of a tense conversation. 
For example, Ava states that one of the tactics she uses is “keeping my voice level. I'm 
not going to get upset if you're upset and yelling at me, I'm going to keep lowering my 
voice, using those tactics to kind of bring down the energy.” Cheyenne echoed this, 
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noting that “there is so much that we can do to help de-escalate situations by making sure 
that we are projecting what it is that we want to receive back.” Some participants 
contrasted this approach with more aggressive approaches attempted by their colleagues. 
Remy noted that “a lot of times people are just going through a lot and if you meet them 
with aggressive [language] like, ‘You need to calm down,’ that’s not going to 
help.” Nic spoke about a time this played out in their library, when a man came up to the 
reference desk very angry, shouting, and upset. Nic's colleagues, who they describe as 
two cis White men, “automatically just try to get him to calm down, also raising their 
voice at him, which doesn't help, and they wanted to automatically call security.” Nic, 
who happened to be walking by at that moment, “just stopped him and acknowledged 
him and spoke to him and just listened to him.... I just kept nodding my head and letting 
him talk and he eventually calmed down and thanked me and then just left on his own 
accord.” This anecdote shows how de-escalation tactics like using positive body language 
and a calm tone can shift a tense conflict and reduce a patrons’ contact with security.  
Another de-escalation tactic used by participants was redirection or shifting a 
patrons’ attention away from a conflict and towards another activity. Eden said she used 
this tactic when two people got into an altercation at a library she was visiting as a patron. 
A library staff member was trying to calm down one patron and Eden “just started to talk 
to one of the people who was in the altercation. [I said] ‘Excuse me, hey, are you okay? 
What's up? Do you want to walk over here?’” Ava also used this tactic when trying to 
guide teens during afterschool hours. She says “We have board games at the library, so if 
things are getting loud and rowdy or something or kids kind of need something to do with 
their hands or whatever, I will often like say like “Hey, it's getting a little loud. You 
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guys want to play Uno? Do you guys want to do this? Do you want to...?” You know, 
offer them an activity.” Ava’s approach shows how this tactic can be used to prevent 
conflict as well; although, it should be noted that Ava considers activities like noise to be 
developmentally appropriate for teens. Thus for Ava, redirection is in part about helping 
teens negotiate what is allowed in the library. Because de-escalation is a useful tool, 
especially in high stress situations, a few participants recommended that library workers 
receive some sort of de-escalation training. However, the participants also noted that that 
kind of training must be ongoing. Eden, whose library currently engages in some de-
escalation training, notes that it “needs to happen like every four months. You can't just 
do it once. You practice it. You really have to practice it.” Cheyenne echoed this 
sentiment, recommending that staff practice de-escalation techniques by roleplaying.   
However, de-escalation techniques also are not guaranteed to work. Because of 
this, participants Ava and Eden recommend that library workers work with colleagues to 
help resolve situations safely. Eden discusses a time when one patron was getting upset at 
the noise level of some teens sitting nearby. The situation eventually escalated to the 
point where the patron was yelling at the teens. “I'm standing here and I'm trying to do all 
of the de-escalation tactics I know how to do and pulling everything out of my book and 
at the end of the day, I was like I'm never going to get through in this situation, I'm not 
the person, I'm not the person. So, I asked another of my coworkers.... I said, ‘Can you 
come over and try to talk to them?’ and immediately he was able to like diffuse the 
situation.” Eden emphasizes that it is essential that library workers be willing to ask 
colleagues for help as necessary. “I think a lot of times too there is this feeling of like you 
have to do it alone or you have to figure it out by yourself, but you should be willing to 
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engage other people for help and other people should also be willing to engage when they 
recognize that someone needs help.” Ava provides an excellent example of how she 
willingly engages with her co-workers when it appears they could use some help. “I like 
to spot my coworkers when they have someone that they're dealing with who is really 
difficult or it seems like things are getting a little tense. Just getting close to them for a 
little bit of backup and, not intervening, but being like I'm seeing what's going on. I'm 
here if you need someone an also that person might know like ‘Hey, there's someone else 
watching what's going on,’ and so that all can be really helpful.” Ava also likes to have a 
co-worker with her in situations where she feels unsafe. As she says, “there are situations 
with adults where I've been a little bit concerned for my safety and I know that having 
another person just to back me up is usually enough. I don't need a weapon; I just need to 
be able to be in that space and know I have an exit route.”  
In order for this strategy to work, library staff must have enough built-in support 
that they feel comfortable taking the time to check-in with their patrons and their 
coworkers. Ava notes that “staffing is the number one thing that holds me back from de-
escalation in the way that I would like to see it done.” She provides the following 
example-- “If I want to go have a conversation with a teen that I can see, you know, 
they're getting loud, they're getting a little rowdy, and if I go talk to them and introduce a 
new activity or just let them know ‘I know you're getting loud and it has to kind of come 
down a little bit,’ I have to step away from wherever I'm working, and typically that's the 
front desk. You can't really abandon ship if you're the only person there and there's just 
not enough staff.” She points out that this is true for relationship building too. Elise also 
notes that understaffing can prevent staff from taking abolitionist approaches to resolving 
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issues. “I think many library systems are underfunded and understaffed, mine included 
and when you don’t have enough people in the building or the right people, as far as 
skillset and experience, I think that that adds to a lot of different safety concerns and then 
we end up relying more on punitive systems because of it.” Participants also note that it is 
essential that staff have some form of self-care in place. As Remy notes, “Empathy 
fatigue is really big in public service positions and I understand that. I don't always feel 
like dealing with people either, but I do my best to bring as much empathy and 
understanding of what people are dealing with and why they're behaving the way they are 
when I come to work so that I don't increase the amount of harm happening.” If library 
staff are burnt out from doing “more with less,” as the saying goes, they are less likely to 
have the emotional capacity to handle difficult situations with a sense of calm and 
empathy. As a manager, Cheyenne realized “how important it is to have the tools in place 
for staff, too, to debrief, to take breaks, to take care of themselves as well.” By 
emphasizing self-care, increasing staffing, and strengthening de-escalation skills and 
tools libraries can increase their capacity to deal with difficult situations without relying 
on carceral tools.  
Addressing the Root Causes of Harm  
Another key aspect of abolitionist praxis is that carceral systems do not 
“interrogate the root causes of violence,” (Kaba 2021). Instead of addressing why a harm 
occurred, the carceral system simply responds to the harm itself, rarely offering solutions. 
The flip side of this is that as abolitionists dream and build alternatives to carceral 
systems, they attempt to address some of these issues by providing everyone with the 
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things they need to survive. Likewise, some of the alternatives that participants in this 
study recommended sought to address patron needs outside of the library space.  
I mentioned previously that some participants put energy into compiling 
documents with resources that staff could use instead of calling 911. Similarly, 
participants often compiled lists of community resources that they could direct patrons to. 
For example, Remy “put a lot of effort into compiling resources on domestic violence 
hotlines and things where we can refer people to because a lot of people just look blank 
when somebody comes and ask them for those kinds of resources and it's like, well, we 
can't even refer somebody to help like, what good is that going to do, you know? Like oh, 
we can call the cops for you and that's not going to help, I know that from personal 
experience.” Nic also emphasized that most of the time, they preferred to refer people to 
resources rather than kick them out, especially if they were experiencing homelessness or 
difficulties with food access. Nic would ask questions like “‘Hey, are you good? Do you 
need anything else? You need resources on finding meals or anything like that?’’ and felt 
confident in their ability to address problems in that way.  
Another example of addressing the root cause of conflicts is how libraries handle 
late fines or fees. Conflicts about late fines and fees could be mitigated with some of 
the aforementioned tools, like de-escalation. However, as Eden points out, libraries could 
also reduce conflict by eliminating fines. As she says, “God, I wish we would just go fine 
free. I think if you want to eliminate like 85% of all altercations that happen in the 
libraries, don't have late fines/fees. Just don't. Literally every argument I've ever got into 
that has gotten heated, it is because someone owes money and they don't have it.” While 
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eliminating fines will not solve patrons’ financial problems more broadly, it will reduce 
the impact these financial problems have on their ability to use the library.  
Finally, 5 of the 7 participants suggested that libraries could address some of 
patrons’ financial, mental, and physical needs by employing specialized staff who were 
trained to do so. Participants mentioned wanting their libraries to hire peer navigators, 
mental health professionals, and social workers. Two participants already had some 
experience working with social workers in their libraries. These participants had mostly 
positive experiences, but still had some suggestions on how the integration of social 
workers into the library could be improved. Eden, whose library system currently 
employs social work students or interns, felt it was important that social workers be long-
term, permanent placements in the library. One of the problems with having short-term 
placements was that “they move on after a while and one thing that you really need to 
have when working with people is that there needs to be trust and security and 
continuity. So if you have a different person every three months, you have to re-educate 
them.” Lida, whose library did have a full-time social worker, felt that having a social 
worker was helpful but that not all staff members took advantage of having a social 
worker present. As she said, “I definitely relied on the social worker when stuff was 
happening. I think that is true like some people didn't really think to do that.” For 
example, once while Lida was retrieving a social worker to help with a patron who 
appeared to be high, one of her coworkers called the police. Ava, whose library is 
contracting with social workers sometime in the near future, expressed hesitancy about 
the situation. As she said “I'm really excited about that, but I also think that some of the 
antiblackness and biases and even criminalization issues that we're seeing from police 
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officers that we see from librarians and library staff shows up in social work... So I am 
really interested in that level of state intervention that we're bringing in with social 
workers and whether or not that's really abolitionist.”  Ava’s critique of social work 
echoes the critiques of other abolitionists, notably Dorothy Roberts. As Rasmussen and 
James (2020) note “social workers have a long and troubled history as partners to the 
state, more often serving as carceral enforcers than as collaborators toward liberation.” 
However, they remain hopeful and “imagine a social work rooted in solidarity over 
charity, one that is decolonized, de-professionalized, anti-capitalist, and is committed to 
repair, accountability and continual transformation.” Regardless, it is clear that libraries 
that are looking to add social workers to their teams should do so with intention and an 
understanding that social work has its own legacy of oppression. In fact, as libraries 
attempt to provide solutions and support to their patrons, they should keep in mind 
Patricia Rojas’s (2009) warnings that providing solutions without closely interrogating 
them puts us at risk of replicating the systems we are trying to dismantle. 
Anything Worth Doing is Worth Doing with Other People  
As mentioned previously, abolitionist praxis seeks the end of institutional 
violence and the demolition of structures of oppression. This is a daunting task and it is 
one that library workers cannot embark upon alone. Because of this, abolition also 
emphasizes the importance of building relationships and community with other people. 
As Mariame Kaba (2021) says, “everything that is worthwhile is done with other people.” 
Mia Mingus (2016) echoes this, saying “I am fighting for an interdependence that 
embraces need and tells the truth: no one does it on their own.” I have already detailed 
how participants work with co-workers and patrons to address conflicts in library spaces. 
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However, participants also discussed ways they collaborated with community 
organizations, coworkers, and peers to push for systemic changes both in their libraries 
and in their communities.  
4 participants mentioned working with community organizations to further 
educate themselves about abolition and to develop alternatives to incarceration. Eden 
says “the best information that you will get about defunding the police or abolishing the 
police and about de-escalation and what to do instead of calling the cops is from radical 
abolitionist circles. You got to go to your independent bookstore. You got to go on 
radical Twitter. You got to find those groups, that are 100% already operating where you 
live, there is a group somewhere doing this work, and see how you can involve them.” 
Participants found local organizations, like local sections of Books Through Bars or 
radical organizing groups, helpful both in further educating themselves about abolition 
and in finding other people to organize with to push for community change.  
3 participants mentioned organizing with coworkers to push for larger changes in 
their library systems, like ending police and security contracts. Elise and Eden noted that 
often these changes start by having conversations with colleagues. Elise feels that it is 
important to discuss how much U.S. society values punitive systems. As she says, 
abolition is “a big project and I think just acknowledging that with colleagues feels 
important. Like, ‘Hey I’m pushing for something that’s pretty different from what most 
of us have been raised and immersed in.’” Eden echoed this, saying sometimes “just 
get[ting] people together to talk about how angry you are,” is an important first step. 
Once those conversations start happening, coworkers can push for action and resources as 
a group.   
 54 
A few participants also mentioned collaborating with other librarians, both locally 
and nationally, to create resources for incarcerated folks and to push for change. As 
Ava says “I've been trying to plug in with other librarians and think not just grassroots, 
which is really important to me, but also big picture and what this will look like in our 
field in a couple of years from now.” Cheyenne is collaborating with other abolitionist 
library workers to create resources that will take some of the knowledge, work, and 
cognitive labor off of libraries, so that they can go ‘Oh here’s a template. Here’s 
something easy that we could do. We could just be giving our paperback discards to this 
local organization that gives books to prisoners.’” Eden is working with other 
information workers “to find ways to support people who are incarcerated and 
specifically through supporting public library systems like correctional programs that 
they already have, which are usually like desperately underfunded and desperately 
understaffed and really need help.”  While pushing for structural change can feel 
overwhelming at times, participants felt strongly that collaborating with peers and 





As I stated in my “Methodology” section, this paper is intended to provide an 
introduction to what an abolitionist approach to safety in libraries might look like. 
Because of the limitations of this study, findings should not be generalized or assumed to 
be representative of all abolitionist public library workers. However, the findings can and 
should be situated within the larger context of white supremacy, policing, and 
librarianship. As such, this paper draws much of its analysis from library science and 
abolitionist thought, although other theories are used at times, including critical race 
theory and theories of transformative justice. While multiple theories were used to 
contextualize the findings, it is important to note that each theme initially emerged when 
comparing interviews to each other. With this in mind, I would like to return to my 
original research questions:  
• How do self-identifying abolitionist library staff working in public 
libraries identify and address harmful patron behaviors?     
• What anti-carceral skills and tools do they use or need?  
• What barriers do they face to successful interventions?  
Rather than relying on library policies (which are often exclusionary) or on patron 
complaints (which have the potential to be biased), participants identified harmful patron 
behaviors by performing their own assessments of harm. While participants did not share 
one common definition of harm, they often assessed whether a patrons’ actions required 
intervention by determining whether a particular behavior was physically violent, causing
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damage to property, or inhibiting community use of the space. If a patrons’ actions did 
not meet these criteria, participants might instead address whoever raised the complaint, 
offer resources to the patron, or choose to ignore the behavior altogether (as was the case 
with policies involving behaviors like eating in the library). If patrons’ actions did require 
some form of intervention, participants chose a response that was appropriate for the 
situation. These responses included deploying de-escalation techniques, asking for 
support from coworkers, using a calm and trauma-informed approach, and referring 
patrons to resources and specialized staff. Participants also tried to prevent conflict 
whenever possible, often by building relationships with the patrons they saw frequently.  
Unfortunately, participants’ ability to enact these anti-carceral responses was 
severely limited by the library’s legacy of oppression, exclusionary policies, overreliance 
on 911, and presence of police and security. Participants noted that because the library 
has a long history of institutional violence and because library workers continue to 
reinforce whiteness by upholding values like paternalism, they were often combatting the 
policing performed by their coworkers. This policing often was combined with targeted 
and exclusionary library policies to control and correct the behaviors of marginalized 
patrons, ultimately limiting their access to library spaces. Participants also felt that the 
security options provided to them were restrictive, ineffective, and harmful. They worried 
that calling 911 or the police would lead to violence against their patrons, but were often 
not provided any other options for addressing harm. These findings have clear 
connections to literature in both abolition and librarianship and provide a strong 
theoretical base for what an abolitionist approach to safety in public libraries could look 
 57 
like. As I have mentioned before, the political vision of abolition is twofold: 1) to 
dismantle the prison industrial complex and the systems of oppression that feed into it 
and 2) to build a world where each person has what they need to survive and thrive. The 
abolitionist library workers I spoke with appeared to draw from different theories and 
practices in order to dismantle policing in the library space and build anti-carceral forms 
of safety.  
While library’s legacy of oppression, exclusionary policies, overreliance on 911, 
and the presence of police and security all have unique challenges associated with them, 
they also share some major overarching characteristics. Each aspect of this apparatus, 
which I am calling the library policing apparatus, works together to enforce white 
supremacy and other forms of oppression, control access to library spaces through 
policing, and connect patrons to the prison industrial complex. In order to begin 
dismantling the library policing apparatus, participants used strategies and practices that 
were rooted in theories of abolition and library science. These theories included killing 
“the cop in your head and heart,” distinguishing between prohibited behaviors and 
harmful ones, and dispelling the myth that police keep everyone safe. Participants took 
these abolitionist practices and adapted them to fit a library context. For example, 
participants referred to Patricia Rojas’ (2009) idea of killing the “cop in your head and 
heart.” This term is used to discuss how individuals might resist replicating systems of 
oppression in the ways that they think and act. Participants provided more information 
about what this might look like in a library context, by using the term to refer to how they 
resisted internal narratives of vocational awe (Ettarh 2018), paternalism, and surveillance 
when interacting with patrons. Participants also adapted abolitionist discourse about the 
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distinction between crime and harm (Kaba 2020) to instead examine the distinction 
between behaviors that were prohibited in the library and those that were harmful. This 
echoes Chelton’s (2002) argument that “problem patrons” are socially constructed and 
connects it with abolitionist narratives about the social construction of crime more 
broadly. Finally, participants used common abolitionist critiques of the practice of 
policing to critically examine public library’s use of 911, security, and police.  
The abolitionist library workers I spoke with also drew from abolitionist visions 
and practices in order to begin building a public library environment where every patron 
could thrive. As I have mentioned previously, abolition places great emphasis on 
imagination and creating a multitude of ways to address harm without relying on carceral 
systems or logics. Participants embraced this ideology and offered a wide range of 
alternatives that mirrored abolitionists’ emphases on centering empathy and care, 
investing funds in community support, and addressing the root causes of harm. Again, 
these ideologies were often adapted by participants to fit a public library context.  
This study thus expands on previous applications of abolition in library spaces, 
like the applications suggested by Graham (2020). It also addresses the gap in existing 
knowledge about the kinds of training, resources, and support public library workers 
might need in order to remain confident in their safety without relying on the police. 
Although this study is only representative of the views of these specific abolitionist 
library workers, their ideas and applications of critical framework can be used as a 





This study is an exploratory study and is intended to act as a springboard for 
reimagining what safety could look like in public libraries. However, further research 
could be extremely useful to libraries and library workers looking to divest from the 
police.   
As library divestment campaigns gain momentum, case studies of library systems 
that are removing police from their libraries, limiting the power or scope of security, or 
adopting anti-carceral alternatives to policing and punishment could further inform other 
library systems that are hoping to begin the process of divestment. Research studies that 
provide an in-depth exploration of the impact and scope of different types of library 
security and security contracting could also be useful. This is especially true considering 
that many participants in this research study wanted to push for changes to policing and 
training in their libraries, but were uncertain about the specific funding structures or 
contract stipulations of their particular security teams. This study was also limited to the 
experiences of abolitionist library workers. Since library staff teams are unlikely to be 
comprised only of abolitionists, further research on library workers who are unfamiliar 
with abolition and on patrons who are impacted by the library policing apparatus could be 
useful in aiding public libraries in their transition towards divestment. Furthermore, these 
issues are relevant to other kinds of libraries, including academic libraries, and further 
research ought to be done to assess the similarities and differences between an 
abolitionist approach to safety in different library contexts.
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It is also important to note that this paper specifically explored the theoretical 
aspects of abolition that had a direct impact on in-person patron-related conflicts. 
However, abolitionist theories and praxis have a wide range of applications, many of 
which were not discussed in the limited scope of this paper. These applications have the 
potential to help reimagine safety, care, and liberation in libraries and deserve further 
attention in library science scholarship. For example, as Liv Graham (2020) discusses in 
their series “Libraries, Prisons, and Abolition,” abolition seeks to center those most 
impacted by the U.S. carceral system (i.e. incarcerated people and their families). 
Graham (2020) discusses some ways that libraries can begin to center incarcerated people 
in their programming and collections, but the topic is worthy of more in 
depth exploration. Other potential applications of abolition in library science include 
resisting digital surveillance and data collection as it occurs in libraries, challenging 
censorship and limits on intellectual freedom in carceral facilities, and performing a 
careful examination of how racial capitalism and the U.S. carceral system impact library 
policies, structures, programming, and funding. The potential applications of abolition to 
the field of library science will likely expand as more literature on abolition becomes 
available; Angela Davis, Ruthie Wilson Gilmore, Dorothy Roberts, and Dereka Purnell 
have all have upcoming books that are likely to expand upon existing abolitionist theories 
and thought.  
I do also want to note that the most important work happening at the intersection 
of abolition and library science is not happening solely in academic research. After all,
 abolition is a practice first and foremost— a practice founded on the “knowledge, 
experiences, and analyses that prisoners have shared” (Lamble, 2015). Library workers, 
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patrons, and community members have been successfully putting theory into practice by 
organizing to push public libraries to divest from police (Fassler & Ventura, 2021; 
Libraries for All STL, 2020) and abolitionist organizers have been calling for these sorts 
of changes for much longer. As libraries continue to divest from police, it is essential that 
library workers and administrators look not just to academic research, but also towards 
the narratives and experiences of those most often harmed by the library policing 
apparatus.  
While this study is limited to the views and perspectives of specific abolitionist 
library workers, it does provide an important introduction to what abolitionist approaches 
to safety in public libraries could look like. As more public libraries divest from the 
police and attempt to adopt an abolitionist approach, there are key aspects of abolition 
that are worthy of consideration. First, divesting from the police will not automatically 
create safe libraries, especially if the libraries that remove police simply take on that 
policing role for themselves. In order to remove all forms of policing from the library, 
libraries will have to work to detangle and dismantle their own connections to white 
supremacy. There will not be one easy fix, training, or solution that will create safe 
libraries. Instead, libraries will have to assess their own needs and build dozens of 
different solutions, many of which could involve investing more money into staff and 
staff training. However, many others, such as compiling a list of phone numbers to use 
instead of calling the police and directing staff to call a coworker for back up before 
calling 911, could be enacted relatively quickly with no cost. Regardless, these solutions 
should be created through collaboration with the communities that are the most impacted 
by policing. Completely divesting from the police may seem difficult and daunting. 
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However, I believe that if library workers work together to dismantle systems of 
oppression in library spaces and to build alternatives to policing, we can create safe 
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Appendix A. Semi-Structured Interview Guide 
Pre-Interview:  
a. Introductions  
i.My name, university affiliation, and personal interest in abolition.  
ii.Thank participants for speaking with me today.  
b. Summary of Study  
i.This study consists of interviews with abolitionist identifying 
librarians nationwide to determine non-carceral skills and tools that 
abolitionist library staff might use to address harmful actions in public 
libraries and to identify barriers that staff may face in successfully 
using those tools.  
c. Consent Reminder  
i.No questions are mandatory. Please feel free to skip any questions that 
you might find uncomfortable or are unsure how to answer. Also, feel 
free to ask me to clarify questions that seem unclear.  
d. Recording/Data Usage  
i.Would you like to choose a pseudonym for the purposes of this call?  
ii.Zoom will record both audio and video of this call. Video recordings 
will be deleted immediately; however, feel free to proceed with your 
camera off or on (whichever makes you more comfortable). 
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e. Any questions before we begin?
Establishing Context:  
a. How long would you say that you’ve identified as an abolitionist?  
b. How long have you been working in a library setting?  
i.What is your role(s) in this setting?  
ii.Describe your current library setting. (N.B. Should be vague enough 
not to be identified, just urban/rural, rough population size, part of 
city, region in the U.S., etc.)  
iii.What is considered to be inappropriate behavior in your library?  
1. Do you agree or disagree with your library’s definition?  
c. What does being abolitionist in a library-setting mean to you?  
d. What training have you had that helps you deal with or understand issues 
of police presence in libraries?  
  
Successful Interaction:  
a. Describe a time you successfully intervened with a person exhibiting 
harmful behavior(s).   
i.What made this intervention successful?  
ii.What strategies/skills did you employ?  
iii.Was your reaction informed at all by abolition? If so, how?  
  
Unsuccessful Interaction:  
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a. Describe a time you were unsuccessful at intervening with 
a person exhibiting harmful behavior.   
i.What made this intervention unsuccessful in your mind?  
ii.Was your intervention informed at all by abolition? If so, how?  




a. Do you have any further thoughts or questions?  
b. Would you mind answering a few questions about how you identify? This 
is not a required question, but since people of different identities have 
different relationships to police, patrons, and security, the information could 
be pertinent  
i.How do you identify? We’re looking for information regarding race, 
gender, sexual identity, and disability, but if you have other identities 
you think are relevant please share!  
c. Would you like to receive an email including the final paper when it is 
published?  
d. Would you like to receive a copy of your transcript to retain for your own 
use?  
e. As you know, you will receive $15 for participating in this project. How 
would you like to receive these funds (Venmo or CashApp)?  
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i.As per the requirements of my grant, I will need a signed receipt from 
you in the following format.  
1. I <Name> received $15 on <platform> for participating 
in Rachel’s research study”, followed by signature and date.  
2. How would you like to send this receipt? It will be 
downloaded directly to my computer, the email or message will 
be deleted, and the receipt will be deleted after I’ve fulfilled the 
terms of the grant. It will not be stored in connection to your 
transcript.   
  
Thank you for your time! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
